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Direct imaging searches for brown dwarfs and giant planets around stars explore a range of physical separations complementary to that of radial velocity measurements and provide key information on how substellar-mass companions are formed. Any companion uncovered by an imaging technique can be further investigated by spectroscopy which allows information to be obtained on its atmospheric conditions and evolutionary status. So far, only one unambiguous brown dwarf companion to a star has been imaged (1) and subsequently investigated in detail (2, 3, 4) .
Young, nearby cool dwarf stars are ideal search targets for substellar-mass companions (brown dwarfs and giant planets) using direct imaging techniques because: (i) young substellar objects are considerably more luminous when undergoing the initial phases of gravitational contraction (5, 6, 7) than at later stages; (ii) stars in the solar neighbourhood (i.e. within 50 pc of the Sun) allow the detection of faint companions at physical separations of several tens of AU; and (iii) cool stars are among the least luminous stars which favor full optimization of the dynamical range of current detectors to achieve detection of companions as faint as possible by means of narrow-band imaging techniques at red wavelengths.
Using X-ray emission as an indicator of youth (8, 9, 10) we have selected a number of late-type stars (K and M spectral classes) in the solar neighbourhood for which we have obtained deep images (down to a limit of about 19 mag in I) in narrowband filters (11) A comparison of the images taken at different wavelengths showed that a faint red companion was present at 16.2 arc sec southwest of the star (position angle = 210
• , see The optical spectrum is similar to that of M2-3 dwarfs in young stellar clusters of solar metallicity. The observed optical and infrared colors present no strange anomaly that might be attributed to an unresolved less massive companion to G 196-3, and no indication of changes in the radial velocity is found beyond the uncertainties of our measurements (±6 km s −1 ) determined using high-resolution spectra taken at the INT over a time interval of several hours to days. This makes very unlikely that the star is actually a close contact binary. The spectral type combined with the observed fluxes indicates the star is at a minimum distance of 15.4 pc from Earth; this distance would correspond to the star's being at the hydrogen-burning stage on the main sequence.
As we shall discuss below, there are reasons to believe the star is young and in a pre-main sequence phase; it is therefore at a more luminous evolutionary stage and consequently at a greater distance. All these considerations provide a most likely age for G 196-3 that locates our star in the pre-main sequence evolutionary phase, and thus at a more luminous stage than expected for its main-sequence lifetime. According to the age range derived, the most probable distance to the system is 21±6 pc, the minimum value corresponding to the case of the primary star already on the main sequence and the maximum distance taking into account the youngest possible age.
Assuming this distance interval, we can estimate the luminosity of the companion, G 196-3B, from the measured I and K magnitudes and the K bolometric correction (28) around solar-type stars (35, 36) . Of the 52 stars we have examined so far, only G 196-3 has shown a substellar companion at distances larger than 60 AU, the minimum physical distance that we can explore given the characteristics of our survey. We may infer from this that the percentage of stars with substellar companions of roughly 11 this mass at this or larger distances may be of the order of 2%. This is similar to the number of stars that show such companions at distances smaller than 5 AU according to searches based on radial-velocity measurements (35, 36) . 
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